Routledge

5]
-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Race Ethnicity and Education

race ethnicity and educ;tion

ISSN: 1361-3324 (Print) 1470-109X (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/cree20

‘It's just how we articulate the Blackness in us’:
African American teachers, Black students, and
African American Language

Danielle Marie Greene

To cite this article: Danielle Marie Greene (2024) ‘It's just how we articulate the Blackness in
us”: African American teachers, Black students, and African American Language, Race Ethnicity
and Education, 27:5, 579-598, DOI: 10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905

@ Published online: 01 Sep 2021.

N
CJ/ Submit your article to this journal

||I| Article views: 1780

A
& View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data (&'

CrossMark

@ Citing articles: 7 View citing articles &

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=cree20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/cree20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905
https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cree20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cree20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=01%20Sep%202021
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=01%20Sep%202021
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cree20

RACE ETHNICITY AND EDUCATION 3
2024, VOL. 27, NO. 5, 579-598 g Routledge
https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2021.1969905 g W Taylor &Francis Group

W) Check for updates

‘It's just how we articulate the Blackness in us’: African
American teachers, Black students, and African American
Language

Danielle Marie Greene

Graduate School of Education, Stanford University, Palo Alto, CA, USA

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

This study investigates the role of African American Language (AAL) Received 31 August 2020
and *Standardized American English (*SAE) in Black/African American Accepted 1 August 2021
same-race teacher-student relationships. The teachers in this study (1) KEYWORDS

used AAL as a valuable tool for building rapport and trust with their African American Language;
students; (2) were aware of their positions as linguistic role models; and AAL; language ideologies;
(3) encouraged AAL-speaking students to use *SAE due to concerns language attitudes; teacher-
about racial and linguistic profiling. Results suggest that because AAL- student relationships; same-
speaking African American teachers understand the United States to be race

a racially stratified society, they encourage their students to use *SAE

with intentions of helping students advance socially and economically.

This study illuminates why African American teachers use their shared

language proficiency with their same-race students.

I was trained by a university residency program that educated teachers committed to working
in a predominantly low-income and Black school district." We were taught that all teachers
serve on the front lines of student reading, writing, and language development. Interestingly,
there was little to no acknowledgement of the existence of African American Language (AAL)
or its impact on teaching and learning. I noticed this absence also extended into my teaching
career — the circumstances of which were unique. I taught in schools where over 50% of the
teaching staffs and administrative teams were Black, despite Black teachers being only 7% of
American public school teachers (Musu-Gillette et al. 2017). Many of us, like numerous other
African American teachers, shared mastery of AAL alongside our students. The exclusion of
and silence about AAL from professors and other in-service leaders reverberated loudly in
academic spaces and throughout years of professional development.

Thankfully, my Black students were rarely silent. Their self-expression rang through the
hallways louder than any school bell. But the students won’t never speaking alone. We talked
back. At a school filled with a majority African American teaching and administrative staff, my
Black colleagues and I also slipped in, out, and in between forms and uses of AAL. Endings
dropped oft our words like honey from a hot spoon as we talked and testified (Smitherman
1977, Chapter 5). We told Arnella to stop touchin’ Lamar phone and explained in History class
how the United States had been ‘bout this police brutality life. And yet, despite the sounds and
tones that hugged our students in the comforts of a mutual linguistic home, we made our
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students’ papers bleed red for deviations from a presumed standard form and called out their
use of words like ‘spreaded’ in front of their peers. I often wondered about this duality, even as
I perpetuated it. I loved a language and the people who spoke it, but my teaching practices
showed the prioritization of another.

Children constantly receive messages about language legitimacy and usage from their
schools and teachers (Delpit 1988; Smitherman 2006). AAL speakers are often profiled as
lacking intelligence, being unemployable, and without potential for economic success (Baugh
2002, Chapter 8; Rickford and Rickford 2000). In particular, children of African American
descent are also likely speakers of AAL, especially if they also come from a working-class
background (Wolfram 1969). However, many educators are not prepared by their teacher
education programs to work with children who speak non-standard varieties of English
(Gupta 2010). ‘Bad’ English, word gaps, lack of parental support, etc., are commonly believed
to be causes of African American students’ lack of success in traditional public schools (Baugh
2017; Johnson, Avineri, and Johnson 2017). As a result, many researchers have turned to
investigating methodologies focused on assisting AAL-speaking students with mastering
a *Standardized American English (*SAE) form (see, e.g. Craig et al. 2009; Labov and Baker
2015).”> Academia's preoccupation with teaching *SAE suggests that it is the children who
require fixing, not the systems which abuse their people and language.

Given the stigmatization of AAL, how Black teachers negotiate their own use of the
language in the classroom opens insight into the benefits (or difficulties) of same-race or
culturally similar teacher-student relationships (Gershenson et al. 2017; Moore 1996).
After all, for decades, the National Council of Teachers of English has insisted on
children’s ‘right to their own patterns and varieties of language’ (NCTE 1974). Still,
many people who aspire to help African American learners navigate White spaces find
prioritizing children’s acquisition of *SAE necessary. And so, teachers persist in perpe-
tuating and elevating notions of a standardized language that arguably does not exist —
I did (Delpit 1988; Lippi-Green 2012). How is this prioritization not absurd?
I encouraged children to learn under circumstances where I suppressed their most
natural form of expression, while I continued to use the very language I discouraged.
The study of AAL in classrooms should serve as more than a gateway to *SAE. As such,
an analysis of African American teachers’ uses of AAL can reveal the reasons for the
decisions made behind the language practices used when teaching Black children.

African American teachers’ relationships with their Black students have been studied
and theorized about, to include discussion of their use of AAL (Foster 1997; Ladson-
Billings 2009). What scarcely exists within the literature is what motivates African
American teachers’ use of AAL and *SAE in the classroom and how that influences
their attempts to impact their students’ use of language in the classroom (see, e.g. Moore
1996). In this investigation, a focus is placed on the narratives of those who share the
culture and language of their students in an effort to expand our knowledge about same-
race teacher-student relationships. Neither calls for teacher education programs that
redesign our understandings of language, children, and classrooms nor studies of teacher
attitudes about AAL are new (see, e.g. Ball and Muhammad 2003; Blake and Cutler 2003;
Camangian 2015; Denny 2012). However, when Black instructors have been included in
teacher attitudinal research, it has been in conjunction with or in opposition to the
attitudes of White teachers (see, e.g. Champion, Cobb-Roberts, and Bland-Stewart 2012).
This study places exclusive focus on asking African American teachers to interrogate
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language use within their classrooms. Why do African American teachers employ or
discourage the use of AAL in a space that is heavily policed by standard language
ideologies? This study provides an opportunity for African American teachers to give
voice to their language practices with their AAL-speaking students.

Literature review
*Standardized American English

Silverstein (1979, 193) defined language ideologies as ‘a set of beliefs about language
articulated by users as a rationalization or justification of perceived language structure
and use’. One such set of beliefs is standard language ideology. Notions of standard
language undergird the impression that certain varieties have inherent prestige because
of proximity to a supposed homogeneously consistent writing form (Anderson 1983;
Lippi-Green 2012). Also referred to as the Language of Wider Communication (LWC)
and White Mainstream English, *SAE is commonly understood to be ‘devoid of ...
socially stigmatized features’, as determined by what is spoken by ‘socially, politically,
economically, and educationally powerful and privileged groups’ (Baker-Bell 2020;
Smitherman 2006; Wei 2010, 398; Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 1998, 283). Thus, what
is considered *SAE is both regionally dependent and based on how close the speakers are
perceived to be to elite groups. Essentially, *SAE is a social construct. As with other social
constructs (i.e. race and gender), the concept of *SAE has real impacts on speakers’ lives.

Despite the variety among American English speakers, *SAE is so ingrained as
a mainstream linguistic currency that the United States’ Common Core criteria dedicate K-
12 standards to ensuring students can ‘demonstrate command of the conventions of standard
English’ (Common Core Standards Initiative 2020). That no other variety is mentioned by
national educational standards reinforces a social hierarchy wherein *SAE is positioned as
most valuable. The Common Core did not create the hierarchy, but continues to promote
schools’ elevation of language practices that reflect the social norms of an upper-class elite. As
a result, languages spoken by marginalized communities, like AAL, are pushed to the
peripheries.

Irvine and Gal (2000, Chapter 2) identify the processes by which differences in language
combine to create linguistic ideologies of ‘norm’ and ‘other’. In the case of *SAE, perception is
reality as speakers are understood to be using the variety, not only based upon writing
conventions, but also as determined by individual listeners (Rosa and Flores 2015). In the
United States, upper-middle-class Whites determine who and what constitute ‘the linguistic
other’ based on their standard language ideologies. People perceived to be *SAE speakers
enjoy privileges which others lack - placing premium demand on *SAE.

African American Language

According to King (2020, 287), African American Language is a descriptive term for the
distinctive speech of African American communities, inclusive of ‘class, gender, and
region’ — for example, ‘dialects like Gullah and AA(V)E (African American [Vernacular]
English)’. At times described by academics as a variety of English, the origins of AAL are
heavily debated (see, e.g. Kifano and Smith 2005; McWhorter 1997). Nevertheless, AAL is
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a legitimate, grammatical, and practical form of communication spoken by a majority of
African Americans as well as other individuals raised in close proximity to African
American communities (Labov 1972, Chapter 5; Rickford and Rickford 2000). A non-
monolithic language variety, AAL also consists of internal variants from regional varia-
bility to ranges in ‘standardness’ (Hoover 1978).

Coined ‘anti-Black linguistic racism’ by Baker-Bell (2020), scholars have highlighted
how language ideologies in the United States are entrenched in White supremacy and
negatively impact non-White speakers through linguistic oppression (Hooks 1994; Sledd
1969; Smitherman 1979). To use the words of Michael Eric Dyson, ‘every conversation
about Black speech is a conversation about Black intelligence and ultimately Black
humanity’ (1, as cited in Baker-Bell 2020). AAL exists on the margins of American
language because of anti-Blackness and the lack of privilege its speakers hold. James
Baldwin (1979) referred to this phenomenon when he stated: ‘It is not the black child’s
language that is in question, it is not his language that is despised: It is his experience’.

In the tradition of raciolinguistic perspectives, I note that many linguistic beliefs and
ideologies surrounding the speech of Americans were co-naturalized alongside ideologies
of race (Charity Hudley 2016). Raciolinguistics demands researchers consider how
language and race have co-naturalized in order to unearth insights ‘regarding the ways
that particular populations and cultural practices come to be imagined in relation to
American pasts, presents, and futures’ (Alim, Rickford, and Ball 2016; Rosa 2016, 107).
As primary targets of White supremacy, the historic brutalization of African Americans
in the United States is connected to how Black speakers are judged to lack the linguistic
skills to communicate (Smitherman 1979). Classist and racist beliefs feeding conceptions
of standard language have long contributed to negative perceptions of AAL. Systemic
discrimination resulting from those attitudes cultivated ongoing social practices, like
linguistic profiling, which disadvantage AAL speakers (Baugh 2002, Chapter 8).

As seen in the Oakland Ebonics scandal, the public (irrespective of race) expects teachers to
transfer their knowledge of *SAE to their students (Ball and Lardner 1997; Denny 2012;
Mordaunt 2011). In part, scholarship has leaned on internalized anti-Blackness as an answer
for why some African Americans show preference for *SAE over AAL in schools (see, e.g.
Baker-Bell 2020). Indeed, Rahman (2008) found that among middle-class African Americans,
notions of high levels of standardness in speech were more aligned with perceptions of
Whiteness and higher social class. However, to add to the robustness and complexity of this
issue, I also lean on conclusions drawn by Hoover (1978) that assert African Americans’ desire
for their children to acquire *SAE is not strictly based on self-hate or desires to assimilate to
Whiteness. Instead, Hoover determined that many African American parents of lower socio-
economic status recognized *SAE as a function of a hyper-stratified society — with many
expecting schools to help children avoid linguistic discrimination when pursuing jobs and
socioeconomic elevation. Educational attainment is often believed to be a pathway toward
increased socioeconomic mobility, so standard language ideologies bear heavy weight on
teachers of low-income children who do not speak only *SAE.

While research focused on perceptions of teachers abounds, little explicitly seeks to
understand the perspectives of teachers who share their students’ proficiency in AAL.
Given the estimation that 80-90% of all African Americans speak some variety of AAL and
professional testing requirements require a high level of competency using *SAE, specifi-
cally engaging African American teachers’ perceptions of AAL is overdue (Rickford 2006).
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Methods

This section details how I conducted this study, including participant selection, data
collection, and analysis.

Setting and participants

Participants

The seven interviewed African American teachers included two elementary school teachers,
three middle school teachers, and two high school teachers. Three identified as men, four as
women, and six of the seven were former or present recipients of their schools’ Teacher of the
Year award. All teachers maintained fluency in AAL, as determined by previous personal
interactions, and were employed by the same school district, Cambridge Public Schools
(CPS).”> Located in the southeastern mid-size city of Cambridge, CPS serves over 20,000
students across its roughly 40 urban school sites annually. Demographically, 75% of enrolled
students are Black/African American and 80+% of students receive reduced and/or free lunch.

Participant descriptions

Chris Harrison: Mr. Harrison has been teaching for eight years as an 8th grade civics
teacher and coach. He has never taught anywhere else. Raised just outside of Cambridge
in the surrounding suburb of Riesling County, Mr. Harrison attended an in-state pre-
dominantly White institution (PWI) before receiving his teaching credentials via a local
Historically Black College/University (HBCU). The recent recipient of a highly presti-
gious national teaching award and previous Teacher of the Year, Mr. Harrison says he
began teaching because he felt that more Black men should be represented in classrooms.

Deavin Pearson: Ms. Pearson has taught 9th and 10th grade world history during all four
years of her career. Raised in the city of Cambridge, Ms. Pearson attended CPS schools
until she left to receive her undergraduate degree and play Division I basketball at an in-
state PWI. She later earned two master’s degrees from another local PWI before begin-
ning her teaching career. Despite earning offers from multiple school districts, including
several specialty magnet high schools, Ms. Pearson reported feeling compelled to teach at
her Title I high school ‘because they need good teachers, too’.

Denay Martin: Mrs. Martin is a 7th grade U.S. history teacher and department chair. She
has taught at the same school, in the same classroom, for 12 years. Raised hours southeast
of Cambridge in the majority-Black locale of Hightown City, Mrs. Martin first came to
Cambridge to pursue her undergraduate degree in history and finance at a local HBCU.
She later returned to receive her teaching credentials. A career switcher from banking
and former Teacher of the Year, she began as a substitute teacher after realizing that she
was passionate about mentoring pregnant teenage girls at her church.

Edith Brown: Ms. Brown is an 11th and 12th grade U.S. history/government teacher.
Raised in Cambridge City, Ms. Brown spent the past six years teaching at her alma mater.
Before that, she taught for six years at a rural, White, low-income high school in Forest
Hill County, roughly an hour away. She has six collegiate degrees, including a Master of
Divinity from an HBCU and an undergraduate degree and a law degree from two top-10
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ranking PWIs. A former Teacher of the Year and career switcher from the field of law,
Ms. Brown began teaching in Forest Hill County after credentialing at a PWI because the
pay was better. She returned to CPS because she felt ‘it was time to come home.’

Eugene Thomas: Mr. Thomas is a 7th grade special education math teacher. He has been
teaching for 22 years, from teaching incarcerated persons to his present-day classroom.
Previously a death row correctional officer and teacher, Mr. Thomas has taught at four
schools since joining CPS and is a recent recipient of his school’s Teacher of the Year award.
Raised in a rural town in the south-central part of the state, Mr. Brown attended an HBCU
for his undergraduate degree and another local HBCU to receive his teaching credentials.

Jasmine Ryan: Mrs. Ryan is a kindergarten teacher of 14 years, who during my observa-
tions taught math and English. She has never taught anywhere else. Raised hours south-
east of Cambridge between Oceanview City and Hightown City, Mrs. Ryan first came to
Cambridge to pursue her undergraduate degree in biology and criminal justice at a local
PWI. Despite her mother’s disapproval, Mrs. Ryan switched careers to become a teacher
because she felt passionate about it. A recent recipient of her school’s Teacher of the Year
award, she began her teaching credentialing process at an HBCU but finished later at
a PWI due to funding issues.

Winslow Jefferson: Mr. Jefferson is a fifth-grade teacher, who during my observations
taught math and English at an elementary school where he has been teaching for five years.
Aside from five months at a local middle school, he has never taught anywhere else. Raised
in another southeastern state, Mr. Jefferson initially heard of CPS as a result of pursuing his
undergraduate degree at an HBCU located an hour east of Cambridge. A recent recipient of
his school’s Teacher of the Year award, Mr. Jefferson has aspirations to one day open his
own school dedicated to serving the needs of low-income Black children.

Below Table 1 provides a summary of participant information:

Data collection

I collected memos of participant observations, audio recordings, and semi-structured
interviews during the 2018-19 school year. Between October and November 2018,
I conducted and audio-recorded three one-hour in-class observations of each teacher

Table 1. Participant information summary.

Years % Black % Black Teacher of the Year

Name Teaching  Grade Subject® Students® Colleagues® Awardee

Mr. Harrison 8 8th Social Studies 72% 55% Yes

Ms. Pearson 4 9th Social Studies 100% 75-80% Nominee

Mrs. Martin 12 7th Social Studies 68% 30% Yes

Ms. Brown 12 11th  Social Studies 100% 75-80% Yes

Mr. Thomas 22 7th  SE Math® 78% 70-80% Yes

Mrs. Ryan 14 K Math, Reading 65% 46% Yes

Mr. Jefferson 5 5th Math, English 94% 60% Yes

?As my results show, teachers of all subject areas, not just those teaching language arts, think deeply about language and
its in-use context.

PThe percentage of Black students in the specific classes | observed.

“The percentage of Black teachers in each teacher’s school.

dSpecial Education, Math.
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to gather data reflecting the ways the teachers utilized and responded to AAL. From
21 hours of recordings, I retrieved samples of instances of the teachers” use of AAL and
dissected them into 15-30-second audio segments.* These audio segments were tran-
scribed and used in participant retrospective semi-structured interviews with each
teacher (Martinez 2013; Rampton 2003). Participant retrospection was employed via
presenting teachers with audio segments of their classroom language. With minimal
prompting, the teachers were invited to explain or comment on their language practices
in the recordings.

Each teacher participated in an interview lasting roughly 30-60 minutes. The inter-
views consisted of two parts: (1) personal history inquiries relative to teaching; and (2)
exploration of language use in the classroom. Further probing allowed the teachers to
drive the narrative of the interview, offering room for thoughtful, self-directed explana-
tions. The transcription of those interviews alongside descriptive observational memos
encompassed the data for this study.

Data analysis

I used conventional content analysis to analyze interview data, thereby making the
substance and significance of the teachers’ words a priority - focusing on what
a speaker says, rather than how it is said (Hsieh and Shannon 2005).” Three rounds of
coding were employed (see Table 2). The thematic coding technique known as in vivo
provided an accessible way to allow teachers” words to speak for them. I developed the
codes by directly pulling from the words of each of the teachers, allowing those inter-
viewed to create the initial categories of analysis. In addition to in vivo coding, splitter
coding was used to allow the data to be divided into ‘smaller codable moments’ (Saldafia
2015, 23). This means the in vivo codes were synthesized across commonalities and
renamed to describe what was encompassed by the now multiple labels. The renamed
codes were the new splitter codes. The final round of coding was a system of descriptive
coding (Saldafa 2015), used to group the splitter codes together into larger bins of
common ideas. Table 2 depicts the transformation of a series of codes into the larger
developed descriptive code of ‘in-grouping’, the process by which language is used to
signify belonging to a community or shared identity (Ryan 1979):

The data above were also included in other, larger descriptive codes. Ultimately, 24
final descriptor codes were analyzed, ranging from ‘the other’ and ‘correction’ to ‘mesh’
and ‘negative associations.”

Findings

I just love Black people. No, like I said earlier, I just think that it’s good for Black kids to see
Black teachers who care about them, who are good. —Deavin Pearson

X%
Much was learned from the seven African American teachers who graciously opened
their classrooms and were interviewed so that a deeper understanding of their linguistic

ideologies and language practices, as they relate to standard language and AAL, might be
gained. The audio they allowed me to collect was raw, vulnerable, and authentic - to open
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your classroom to a friend is one thing, to open a classroom to a researcher, another.
With that in mind, it must be said that every teacher featured said it was not an
excitement for content or a steady paycheck that drove them to teach, but a deep and
unwavering ethic of care, compassion, and love for their students, their Black students.

Black teachers loving Black children — Black people loving Black people - is at the
center of the results reported below: even where possibly misguided in the enactment of
this love, still a revolutionary act. I share what follows in the spirit of placing that love at
the center of this study, but I am also mindful to not portray these individuals as
a monolith. All of the teachers used varying levels of AAL, mostly of the Black
Standard variety, in classroom observations and throughout their interviews (Hoover
1978; Rahman 2008). How the teachers encouraged their students to use language in the
classroom also differed. These African American teachers both approve and disapprove
of AAL in class, do and do not believe their students speak *SAE, and worry about their
students’ capability to negotiate life outside of their communities without the ability to
use a standardized language form. But each believes AAL to be a formidable space for
building rapport, trust, and relationships with their students. Table 3 maps the variation
of language use and opinion among the interviewed teachers.

Even in light of this variability, as expressed in the findings section below, all of the
teachers in this study 1) used AAL as a valuable tool for building rapport and trust with
their students; 2) were aware of their positions as linguistic role models; and 3) encour-
aged AAL-speaking students to use *SAE due to concerns about racial and linguistic
profiling.

Valuing AAL: rapport & linguistic role modeling

I'm a firm believer in sticking to who you are. I'm Black. Imma speak like a Black person. —
Eugene Thomas

%%

During interviews, six of the seven teachers said their students did not speak standard
language or described their students’ speech with deficit-based descriptions such as ‘street
talk’ or ‘broken English.” Yet, the teachers modeled affection toward AAL and described using
it as a device for developing positive relationships with their students. Of the seven teachers,

Table 3. Teachers’ use of and engagement with AAE and *SAE.

Name: Thomas Ryan Pearson Jefferson Martin Harrison Brown
Reported always modifying students’ spoken v v
language to *SAE
Reported modifying students’ spoken language to v v v v
*SAE sometimes
Reported never modifying students’ spoken language v
to *SAE
Reported using *SAE all of the time v v

Reported using AAE all of the time

Reported using AAE and *SAE in specific contexts

Reported using AAE to connect to students

Reported viewing AAE as an asset

Reported wanting students to have command of
*SAE

ENCNEN
ENCNEN
ENCNEN

SNENENEN
SNENEN
SNENEN
SNENEN
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100% reported seeing their students’ use of AAL as an asset and stated they used AAL in the
classroom as a method of gaining students’ trust, building rapport, and increasing engage-
ment in lessons. Akin to this, Ms. Brown, a teacher who reported always correcting her
students’ grammar, because she believes the classroom is a unique space in their lives to
‘practice’ using a standardized form of English, noted that when students used nonstandard
language in the classroom it felt like home’ and demonstrated ‘a comfort’ on their behalf.
Similarly, Mr. Jefferson described using and allowing students to use AAL as a way to make
his students comfortable in order to encourage their participation:

Because it helps them understand me better, and it helps me get my point across [so] that they
can understand it . . . they can feel comfortable talking to me even if it’s not in standard language.

Mr. Jefferson found using AAL with his classes took pressure off of students who
might not otherwise speak because of fears that they needed to sound a particular
way. What is interesting here is that Mr. Jefferson and Ms. Brown employed
different tactics to modify students’ language, yet they offer the same conclusion
about AAL’s connection to building or sharing comfort in the classroom.
Alternative methods, same feelings.

Whereas Ms. Brown and Mr. Jefferson described knowing that use of AAL creates
comfortable spaces for their students, Mr. Thomas unearthed why this happens:

They know I can speak our language, and when I use it with the teaching, it breaks the ice. It
kinda makes it a little more fun. It gets them involved, because ... they’ve been told that,
‘Oh, that nigga thinks he’s better than you.” No, as soon as I leave here and get in that
goddamn truck outside, I become a nigga. Ask any Riesling County cop, any Hampden
County cop, any Cambridge County cop. Suspenders on, tie or not. Get in that goddamn
truck and turn that key on and get in that street, 'm a nigga, or ‘Is he a Mexican? Lemme
pull that bitch anyway.’

Mr. Thomas used AAL in the classroom as a method of demonstrating to his
students that they possessed a shared in-group identity with him: race (and potential
recipients of racist treatment). His description of creating ‘in-group distinctions’
displays how AAL helps break the ice in the teacher-student dynamic to help build
rapport and familiarity (Ryan 1979). However, Mr. Thomas believes AAL does more
than make him familiar to his students - the language also is well-positioned to
obliterate notions of superiority on his behalf. His words highlight how he wants to
assure his students that he does not believe himself to be above them. His lived
racist and racialized experiences from outside of the classroom influence his deci-
sions about teaching and language with his students, because they all face a similar
world outside of school.

Mr. Harrison does the same as Mr. Thomas when evoking his own use of in-group
distinctions:

T think [using AAL] makes it more comfortable for them. Instead of just someone just
talking to you and you know, “I'm better than you”. I'm like “Yo, 'm one of y’all.”
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The teachers believe their racial identity connects them to their students and they
highlight this sameness through usage of AAL. By using AAL in a space where *SAE is
preferred, these African American teachers shift their language as a means of strengthen-
ing their membership within a shared group identity with their students. The following
exchange illuminates this phenomenon:

Greene: [In an exchange with a student] . .. you said, ‘Wanna try me?” Can you elaborate
what you meant there?

Martin: If your behavior continues, you got to go.
Greene: Got it. Why didn’t you say it that way instead of ... ?

Martin: ‘You wanna try me?” Well, there’s a facial expression that also goes with that.
There is some intonation that comes with that. There’s some attitude that comes with
that, that you just can’t get with ‘If those behaviors continue.” It’s more mama-esque than
‘If those behaviors continue.’

Greene: So, when you say it’s ‘more mama,’ is this a universal mother?

Martin: No. That’s a Black mama. That’s an African American mama who says, ‘You
wanna try me?’

Greene: All of that was packaged into that — those few words?

Martin: Yeah. A few words. But you have to have - it’s facial. It’s body language, and it’s
particular to this community. In the Black community, we have some things that are just
understood - that relates to language. It’s just how we articulate our - the Blackness in us.

Here Mrs. Martin leaned into her personal knowledge of ‘things unknown’ in Black
discourse to explain her choices in communicating with her students (Smitherman 1977,
Chapter 5). She tapped into her own experiences of AAL and Black culture, motherhood,
childhood, and life to communicate her seriousness to her students by in-grouping
herself with their communities. In each interview, teachers highlighted how they used
or allowed their students to use AAL to increase notions of comfort in the classroom and
in-group themselves through race.

However, the form of in-grouping seen in this study is shaped by particular condi-
tions. Teachers typically carry a higher social capital within the classroom than their
students, regardless of their shared racial identity. Mr. Thomas acknowledged this
distinction by following his previous comments with:

I show them that for them to know, ‘Oh, you can talk like that, but you can also be a nigga.. ..
. What you have on doesn’t determine who you are. It’s what come out of your mouth . ..
That’s the way I kick it with them. I use the standard language a lot of times when I'm
teaching it, but Imma always put a lil’ hook in it—because all the while, I'm establishing
a bond. I'm making the bond tighter and tighter and tighter, because it’s all about trust. They
will not listen to you if they don’t trust you.

As their teacher, Mr. Thomas in-groups himself and establishes rapport when he uses
AAL. However, he remains fully aware that he is still positioned as the teacher. So, not
only is he establishing trust, he recognizes that he is a model - a linguistic model.
Smitherman (2006) theorized that Black youth find ‘linguistic role models’ in other
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African Americans. Just as Mr. Thomas described, Smitherman asserted that these
linguistic role models simultaneously dispel notions that *SAE is only spoken by White
people while ‘reaffirming the value of Black community speech” when they continue to
also utilize AAL:

For Black youth, then, the linguistic role models become African Americans themselves,
which was the case for generations under legalized segregation. This gets us away from the
notion that LWC is ‘talkin White’ or a variety of American English only used by White folk.
At the same time, since these role models also plug into various patterns of AAL, they also
reaffirm the value of Black community speech. (Smitherman 2006, 137)

All of the teachers made mention of an awareness that their Black students may see their
language use as an example of the various ways Black people engage in the world around
them. For African American teachers to flex AAL as a part of their linguistic toolbox is to
exemplify that, even in a space like a classroom where *SAE might be preferred, students
do not have to believe that their language has no place within school walls or is separate
from education entirely.

Elevating *SAE: stratification & success

When I do push for standard, even though I don’t always use that, it’s because I'm like, ‘Y’all
are going to go out into the real world, and they’re not going to accept this from you. It’s not
gonna be okay for you to use this language.’—Denay Martin

%%

In each interview, I asked the teachers to define ‘standard language’. None of the
teachers questioned whether *SAE was real and 100% of the teachers mentioned the
existence of a standardized English variety at least once. However, one teacher was
troubled about the legitimacy of imposing her definition of ‘standard’ on her students:

Pearson: I don’t know that it would be deemed standard [laughs]. I mean, it’s hard to
differentiate between standard and non-standard because for me, like everything - the
way in which they speak, I can understand. And the way in which I speak to them, they
understand. So, I think it’s our standard. Yeah, so I go back and forth between this,
because I think that one should be grammatically correct. I also think that this idea of
‘grammatically correct’ can be problematic. So, I go back and forth about correcting
when they speak incorrectly.

Greene: Why do you think it can be problematic?

Pearson: Because it’s kind of condescending in a way, saying that how you speak is
wrong. Especially if this is how you grew up, this is what you know. And who am I to say
that you should conform to this standard?

Ms. Pearson noted that her and her students’ ability to understand each other created
a standard specific to her and her students. Despite believing that there are ‘correct’ and
‘incorrect’ ways of speaking, she still created space for this standard due to discomfort
with making her students change their speech to fit a norm that suggested a devaluation
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of their home communities. It is this tension that has her break from her colleagues’
nearly unilateral faith in the existence of a standardized form of language and leads her to
question what really should be considered standard.

Ms. Brown, like Ms. Pearson and four other teachers, emphasized that ‘correcting’ her
students was important. She and Mrs. Ryan reported modifying their students’ spoken
language to match *SAE all of the time, which deviated from their peers’ practice of only
doing so sometimes. Yet, after listening to various recorded instances of herself not
challenging the AAL spoken by her students, Ms. Brown admitted to not always modify-
ing every ‘error’ because sometimes what the students said just sounded ‘natural’
Mrs. Ryan gave a similar response during her interview after hearing recordings of
AAL spoken by students that she did not correct. In practice, teachers’ definitions of
the standard and what speech required correction varied person by person, moment to
moment. The teachers’ willingness to be led by what sounded natural was an indication
that ‘our standard’ was in constant development in every class and by every teacher.

Further, all seven teachers indicated that part of their motivation for their students to
use *SAE stemmed from the professional requirement to have students perform well on
standardized exams. Each acknowledged that the students would not receive formal
summative assessments from state agencies that would allow students to utilize their
full linguistic repertoires, even if they sounded natural. Even Mrs. Ryan, who teaches
kindergarten, thought about the way *SAE use can lead to academic success far beyond
her classroom:

I always imagine it being this White man, in admissions . .. and even when I used to work in
admissions ... the head of [admissions] was a White man ... the majority of the head of
departments were White men.

Her students are 5-6 years old, but Mrs. Ryan is thinking about how what she does in her
classroom prepares her students for college admissions. She emphasizes *SAE in her
classroom in an attempt to ensure that the real or fictitious White man, who ‘will not
support our efforts to become anything other than the clones of those who are neither our
mothers nor our fathers,” is no barrier to her students’ possible aspirations to attend
college (Jordan 1988, 363). Even when people develop their own standard forms of
language in the classroom, it appears that White notions of standard language ideologies
reign supreme.

Mr. Harrison slightly veered from his peers by making a distinction between the
necessity of writing, reading, and speaking *SAE:

So, uh, standard language as far as the tests go, testing obviously is going to be in standard
language ... You can write our language all you want to, but I also want you to write the
language that will be presented on the information on the state test.

Mr. Harrison indicates that institutionalized testing disadvantages students because of
few opportunities for students to use AAL, but does not mention that it is necessary for
his students to speak *SAE to achieve that goal - which is reflected in his assertion that he
never modifies his students’ spoken language, as displayed in Table 3. The other teachers
drew on connections between writing and speaking, believing them to influence one
another, with Mr. Jefferson saying his students struggle to not ‘write how they speak.’ Yet,
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by emphasizing that standardized tests would appear in standard language, Mr. Harrison
asserts that to be academically successful, students must have a well-established com-
mand of writing and reading in *SAE.

While the amount of AAL used and permitted varied by teacher, all maintained that it
was important for students to learn and use *SAE in the classroom. Data analysis
indicated that the 100% agreement could be explained by a concept that Hoover (1978)
previously addressed in her investigations of Black community attitudes toward Black
English: insights into a racially, and thereby linguistically, stratified society in the United
States.

In six of the seven interviews, teachers offered explicit explanations for why they were
committed to their Black students learning *SAE. The seventh teacher offered no explicit
reason, but hinted at similar justifications. The teachers expressed concerns about how
non-AAL-speaking individuals, particularly White people of a higher socioeconomic
status, might negatively perceive their students if they were unable to speak *SAE:

Jefferson: Because as we know, we’re always being judged by others - the way that we
carry ourselves, the way that we speak . ..

Greene: When you say, ‘the others,” who are you referring to? You can be explicit.

Jefferson: 'm talking about Caucasians and ... well yeah, mainly Caucasians ...
Because in larger society with Caucasians, I have to be mindful of what ’'m saying
so that I don’t come off as threatening or come off as sounding uneducated or
ignorant.

Just like Mrs. Ryan’s vision of a White college admissions officer, Mr. Jefferson
describes a dynamic of social stratification where the opinions of Whites have the ability
to impact him and his Black students. The seven teachers expressed a mutual belief that
their students would experience discrimination as a result of being Black. Their decisions
to encourage their students to use *SAE were bound in personal and professional desires
to shield students from experiencing compounded discrimination - racial and linguistic.
According to the teachers, the manifestation of this linguistic discrimination would take
shape through the withholding of opportunities to be academically successful and
economically mobile.

Likewise, the teachers feared that the coupled use of AAL and an inability to switch to
what is considered *SAE would prevent their students from being hired. All seven
teachers voiced that, in order to climb the ladder to financial stability, an expectation
for Black people is the ability to use *SAE. Ms. Brown describes the potential for linguistic
discrimination by employers of higher socioeconomic status:

No, but it’s because when you’re outside of [high school], when you’re in the job force, and
when you’re at college or whatever your next level is, the military, there gonna be certain
ways that people are expecting them to speak—of course, the nonstandard I do think will
impact them negatively, especially with being hired and their employers ... I'm especially
thinking about African Americans who are in a different socioeconomic status and
Caucasians.
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Each teacher reported feeling responsible for students’ ability to obtain high-paying jobs.
Emphatic discussion of job interviews and the barriers language use might present came
up in every interview. Teachers saw lack of access to *SAE as a lack of access to certain
careers, promotions, etc.

I return to Ms. Brown’s quote to conclude these findings, because she believed her
students spoke *SAE, but that they chose not to use it in the classroom. She expressed
valuing her students” use of AAL, but corrected students whenever she perceived their
grammar to be incorrect. Her relationship to AAL, like all of the teachers, was compli-
cated and continuously evolving, but her reasoning for asserting that her students speak
*SAE was not. She, like the others, saw herself influencing her students far beyond her
classroom. Because she teaches Black children whom she loves and recognizes have so
much stacked against them, she enforces their use of *SAE with an iron fist. While her
methods are no longer in step with the latest research, she does this, not because she
despises AAL or Black people, but because she believes *SAE to be a definitive way to give
them a fighting chance at stability in a society that would rather see them fail.

Discussion

In the early 20th century, Du Bois asserted that Black students should attend schools
‘where children are treated like human beings, trained by teachers of their own race, who
know what it means to be black’ (1935, 335). Recent research indicates what Du Bois and
many others already knew to be true: there are long-run positive impacts of assigning
Black children to Black teachers (Gershenson et al. 2017). This study specifically sheds
light on the linguistic practices that African American teachers bring to the classroom
with their Black students. These data get at some of the specifics of the ways African
American teachers think about relating to their Black students with regard to language,
clarifying some of the nuance behind the intuition that Black teachers are important to
Black students” educational pathways.

I set out to answer the question of why African American teachers who speak AAL
might seek to employ or discourage the use of AAL in classrooms. The answer was
complex and highlighted how these teacher’s decisions about language use were con-
nected to and motivated by their in-group relationships with students and commitment
to prepare them for structural racialized inequality. All seven teachers wanted their
students to take pride in themselves and where they came from but encouraged their
students to use *SAE - believing it to be a deterrent against anti-Black discrimination,
particularly with assessments and the workforce. Moreover, these teachers’ awareness of
their positions as linguistic role models highlighted a linguistic push-pull. Each
‘recognize[d] that language is bound up with Black identity and culture’, yet stressed
the use of *SAE because of ‘persistent educational, economic, and social inequality’ that
make success in White spaces difficult without it (Smitherman 2006, 129). Hence, the
ongoing belief that, without acquiring *SAE, their students would struggle to become
socioeconomically mobile because of linguistic discrimination.

As indicated by this study’s findings, African Americans continue to possess similar
fears about raciolinguistic discrimination being directed toward their children, just as
they did decades ago (Hoover 1978). The African American teachers of this study use
*SAE as a method to combat the violent persistence of anti-Black racism. I point this out
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while acknowledging that the use of *SAE will not save the life of a Black child. *SAE
would have saved neither Aiyana Stanley-Jones nor Cameron Tillman. No matter how we
speak, we still bare our skin (Baker-Bell 2017). However, it is just as important to point
out that these teachers did not voice an illusion that *SAE would stop a bullet, just that it
would get students a job.

For many, this tactical decision to employ a White cultural linguistic norm is anti-
Black and unacceptable. I do not argue that these teachers do not ascribe to respectability
language pedagogies (Baker-Bell 2020). However, I also do not disregard the experiences
of these African Americans that may have led them to enact classroom practices intended
to help students successfully pass state examinations or to protect them from hiring
managers who have negative views of those who speak AAL (Henderson 2001). Work by
Baugh (2002), as well as Rickford and King (2016), on linguistic profiling further indicate
that these African American teachers’ fears are not unfounded.

The teachers described AAL as a valuable tool for building rapport and trust, and some
explicitly used AAL to encourage students’ pride in their Blackness. However, their
decisions were ultimately driven by a reality of living in a socially stratified society that
remains biased against Black people and, therefore, AAL speakers. It is this racially,
economically, and socially stratified society that these teachers are also navigating that is
then reflected in their discourses about language, and yet these teachers still strive to
affirm and love on these students despite enforcing a linguistic hierarchy.

A shallow reading of these teachers’ language ideologies would find their expressed
desire to affirm their students to be in direct contradiction with the reproduction of
linguistic hierarchies in their classrooms. However, a more discerning read would
acknowledge that these teachers are employed in a contradictory profession that posi-
tions them as institutional actors purposed with stigmatizing Black students as inherently
deviant. And yet, they resist. Not a single teacher reported desiring to eradicate AAL from
their students’ linguistic repertoire. They resist by personally using language forms that
refuse notions that lack nuance by attempting to model for their students strategies for
linguistically moving through a world that is lubricated in anti-Blackness at every level.
That is a solidarity embedded in love.

How do we reframe the conversation to acknowledge and address the experiences of
AAL-speaking teachers that have led to the establishment of these long-held beliefs while
working toward the eradication of anti-Black linguistic practices? Historically, African
Americans have survived through utilizing subversive tactics to survive in plain sight,
and I see that as undergirding these teachers” decisions to use AAL while pushing their
students to acquire *SAE. As such, we must question the ways that we move educators
toward a system of teaching that allows teachers to provide access to academic, social,
and economic mobility under the conditions of a racist-capitalist state, but also moves
Black children and their language away from an unattainable form of assimilationism
and toward their liberation.

Conclusion

The path forward is complicated. This investigation yields a call for research on the
realities of African American teachers standing in the middle of two varieties — one that
feels like ‘home’ and another they see as a mode for survival. What might this
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comparative view teach us about language ideologies at work in the considerations
teachers negotiate as they work between their appreciation of AAL and the institutional
realities of schools that were not built for Black children? How is the privileging of *SAE
(as blurry as its boundaries are) related to or grounded in the lived experiences of those
who fear linguistic discrimination for students? Meanwhile, we must continue to agitate
for more African American teachers, so that all students, but specifically our own, may
reap the benefits of learning from them.

While Smitherman (2006) identified African Americans as linguistic role models, my
data begin to unveil the why behind the language decisions of African American teachers.
The field of teacher education must use results like those in this study to re-imagine how
to support African American teachers who teach AAL speakers. Baker-Bell’s linguistic
justice framework for English teacher education (2020) lays out pedagogies that can aid
teachers in dismantling anti-Black linguistic racism. In addition to these pedagogies, we
also should specifically zero in on the ways that teachers who possess command of AAL
can utilize their linguistic skills to develop critical language consciousness in their Black
students. This begins by determining the influence of AAL and linguistic role modeling
on the long-run positive impacts experienced by Black students with Black teachers.

Finally, this study draws attention to the concept of the ‘linguistic role model’ by
bringing to the forefront how African American teachers are aware of their potential
influence on Black students’ language. We must further interrogate this self-awareness of
linguistic role modeling, particularly if we disagree with their methods or practice, in
a way that helps us develop tools which African American teachers can use via their
command of AAL to engage, challenge, and offer their students the information needed
to liberate themselves from notions that *SAE will save us. In the spirit of ‘it ain’t ova ‘til
it’s ova,” I encourage others to pick up the mantle.

Notes

1. In instances where I am specifically speaking about people who are the descendants of
enslaved Africans brought to the United States, I exclusively use the term African American.
In instances where I am speaking of Black people writ large, inclusive of African Americans,
I use the term Black.

2. I follow the lead of Lippi-Green (2012) by adding an asterisk to *SAE (54).

3. The names of all information that might lead to the identification of teachers interviewed
have been changed to a pseudonym. This includes the names of individuals, schools, school
districts, cities, counties, universities, etc.

4. The ways that the students spoke with their teachers was not a focus, but teacher responses
to their use were highlighted.

5. I acknowledge coding to be an interpretative act that allows for meaning to be assigned
(Saldana 2015, Chapter 1).

6. Descriptive code definitions: “The other’ included mentions of White people, the middle/
upper-class, and/or individuals in positions of power in ways that distance the speaker or
their students from those mentioned; ‘correction’ included discussion, mentions, and
instances of modifying students’ language; ‘mesh’ included the (un)mixing of presumed
standard and non-standard language - to also include a professed (in)ability to tell the
difference between standard and nonstandard; ‘negative associations’ included expressions
that students’ language and/or ways of speaking did not fit into the interviewee’s mental
model of what ‘good’ or ‘proper’ English is.
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